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By Leon J. Wrage, Extension agronomist-weeds, and
R. C. Kinch, professor, Plant Science Department

Wormwood sage, Artemisia absinthium, also
called American wormwood, absinth or wormwood,
has spread rapidly in South Dakota in recent years.
In 1972 it was reported in 55 counties throughout the
state. Infestations are common in eastern and less
common in north-central and northwestern areas
of the state.
Wormwood sage is found in pastures, shelterbelts, roadsides, meadows and most other uncultivaFigure 2. Two main stems of a full grown, 4-foot-tall wormwood sage plant. Plants normally have several stems, giving
a somewhat bushy appearance.

Figure 1. A dense stand of wormwood sage along the edge
of a pasture. The weed has spread into the pasture and is
seriously reducing productivity and utilization.

ted uplands. Its most rapid spread is in pastures where
it grows unhindered by livestock. Growth and spread
in pastures is favored by livestock, as they refuse to
eat it but graze and hold down grasses and other
forage plants that would otherwise tend to hold its
development in check.
'
The weed is a native European plant. It was introduced into America, where it was grown in gardens
as an ornamental herb used for the sage flavor of
the leaves. The plant escaped from these areas and
is becoming an increasingly serious weed problem.
Wormwood sage seriously reduces the productivity of pastures. The vigorous plant robs the grass
and other desirable plants of large amounts of moisture, plant food, and sunlight, resulting in lower
grass yields. Utilization of infested areas is reduced,
as livestock avoid grazing near or under the large,
bushy plants. It is usually found along edges or in one
area of a pasture, but infestations can become dense
and take over pastures in a relatively short time (Figure 1).

PLANT DESCRIPTION
Wormwood sage belongs to the sage family. All
parts of the plant have a penetrating sage odor and
taste. It is a persistent, herbaceous perennial, reproducing from seed. Its perennial habit is due to buds
on the short, branching rootstocks that extend out
from the overwintering crown. These buds produce
new shoots each year.
Plants usually are 2 to 5 feet high and have several
branched stems (Fig. 2). The coarse stems appear
to be "clumped" and may be woody at the base. The
entire plant is covered with very short, fine, gray hairs
that give the plant a grayish cast.

CONTROL IN GRASS PASTURES AND TREES
Limited tests indicate that wormwood sage can
be controlled and eliminated with herbicides ( chemicals). Results from field demonstrations indicate
that 2,4-D is the most economical and is as effective
an any of the herbicides tested that are approved for
use in grass pastures (Figure 7).
Mowing is not an effective control method.
Spraying Rates

Figure 3. Wormwood sage has a large, coarse, penetrating,
fibrous root system. New shoots develop from buds in the
"crown" area of the upper portion of the root. Individual
root branches may be one-half inch in diameter.

The plant has a large, coarse, penetrating, fibrous
root system (Figure 3). Individual root branches
may be one-half inch in diameter. Numerous buds
are found on the upper part of the root or "crown
area".
The leaves are 2 to 5 inches long and are located
alternately along the stem ( Figure 4). Lower leaves
are divided many times and are attached with a long
petiole (leaf stem). Upper leaves are divided much
less and 7iave a short periole or ma:y be -attached
directly to the stem.
Flowers are borne on the upper portion of the
stem in a leafy panicle-type arrangement (Figure
5). They are yellowish and about 1/16 inch in diameter. Many small gray, slender seeds develop in
each head.
Wormwood sage usually begins growth in April
in most areas of the state. Plants may be 4 to 12 inches
high by mid-May. Flowers appear in July or early
August. The above-ground stems mature and die in
the fall.
Seedlings (Figure 6) may emerge any time from
spring to fall when soil moisture is favorable. They
may be unnoticed for some time, as the seedling
produces several small leaves close to the soil sur-.
face before the upright flowering stem develops.

Apply 2 to 4 pounds acid equivalent of 2,4-D
ester per acre in mid-May in grass pastures. Use
the lower rate when growing conditions are
favorable and the plant is growing vigorously.
Use the higher rates when growing conditions
--11--,__._. a4"re~ less__ lavorable._ Unsatisfactory control may
be obtained when spraying after June 1. Spraying is not effective after the flowers begin to
appear. Use very low volatile 2,4-D formulations, such as an oil soluble amine (Dacamine,
Emulsamine), or an amine at the rates suggested above when spraying in or near trees. Repeat the following year if necessary. Do not
graze dairy cattle on areas treated with 2,4-D
for 7 days after spraying.
Figure 4. The leaves are 2 to 5 inches long, and divided into
several "lobes" or "fingers". Lower leaves are divided several
times and have long stems (petioles). Upper leaves are divided
fewer times and have short petioles or are attached directly
to the stem.

the soil. This can be prevented by spraying to control seedlings each year until the seed supply is exhausted.
The possibility of injury from vapor drift can be
reduced by using relatively low volatile formulations
when spraying in or near trees. Risk of injury is less
with oil soluble amine, or amine. formulations, than
with esters. Use care to prevent spray droplets from
contacting tree leaves. Droplet drift can be minimized
by spraying only in calm conditions. Low application
pressures also minimize droplet drift.
Additives such as fuel oil with esters or crop oil
with water soluble amine salts may be helpful when
growing conditions are unfavorable or when treating larger plants. These additives increase the amount
of foilage burn; however, control at the end of
the season may not be improved. In field tests, fuel
oil and water were used at a 1 to 3 ratio with esters.
Two gallons of crop oil per acre were used with
amines. A void mixing problems by mixing the ester
and fuel oil first, then add this mixture to the water in
the spray tank.
Mowing does not eliminate existing plants. Mowing reduces but does not prevent seed production.
Plants will still produce seed on stems that grow
horizontally from the base of the plant.
Figure 6. Seedlings produce several leaves with long petioles.

Figure 5. The numerous, small, yellow flower heads are
borne on branches in a panicle-type arrangement.

Existing stands have been completely eliminated
with one timely spraying. Ester, oil soluble amine,
and amine formulations of 2,4-D and 2,4,5-T ester
have provided complete control when used at the rate
of 2 lb/ A in May when growing conditions were
favorable. The weed is usually in the proper growth
stage to spray in mid-May in most areas of the state.
Spraying in late May in northern counties may be
effective in seasons when weed growth is delayed.
Some erratic control has been reported. In one test,
2,4-D ester at 416/A applied in mid-June did not give
satisfactory control. Some of the poor results are likely
due to late spraying.
Applications may have to be repeated the second
year. Tests in Canada resulted in complete control
with one application of 1½ lb/ A of 2,4-D ester for 2
consecutive years. Two applications in one year followed by one application the second year were no
more effective than one application each year.
After existing plants have been eliminated, the
area can become re-infested due to viable seeds in

CONTROL IN NONCROPLAND AREAS

Excellent control has been obtained with herbicides that are not approved by the Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA) for use in pastures or
other cropland areas. These herbicides can be used
to eliminate small patches of wormwood sage in noncropland (waste) areas.
Picloram (Tor don 22K) applied in May at I lb/A
has given 100 percent control. Similar results could be
expected with picloram
2,4-D (Tordon 212). Do
not apply picloram over the root zone or near trees.
Amitrole-T (Amitrol-T, Cytrol) applied at 4 lb/A
provided 50 percent control in the same test. Feed
or food should not be harvested from areas treated
with picloram or amitrole-T.

+

Figure 7. Wormwood sage can be controlled with 2,4-D. The
area in the foreground was sprayed with 2 pounds of 2,4-D
--ester-acid equivalent-per --acre-on May 30.--The ru-ea --in-thebackground was not sprayed. Spraying when plants are more
mature is not effective.

Use of a tradename does not imply endorsement
of one product over another.
SAFETY FIRST
Read and follow all label directions and precautions.
Federal regulations and the label directions concerning
the use of chemicals are subject to change.

Issued in furtherance of Cooperative Extension work, acts of May 8 and June 30, 1914, in cooperation with the United States Department of Agriculture.
Duane Acker, Director of Extension Service, South Dakota State University, Brookings. The South Dakota Cooperative Extension Service in conjunction with South Dakota State University and the United States Department of Agriculture offers educational programs and materials to all people
without regard to race, color, religion, sex or national ongm, and is an Equal Opportunity Employer.
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